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Abstract: 
This thesis aims to give voice to what female garment workers attending the Working 
Women's Education Centre in Dhaka, Bangladesh perceive as personal changes that have 
occurred in their lives since taking up employment in the Ready Made Garment Industry. 
It examines these changes to see whether they are indicative of personal, relational or 
collective empowerment of these women and attempts to ascertain if there is any 
relationship between the type of clothing worn by the garment worker and aspects of her 
empowerment. 
Changes most often mentioned by these women were earning personal money, increased 
decision making power, self-confidence, self-reliance and freedom: in sum a greater 
sense of control over their own lives and hope for the future. 
Personal empowerment of most of the women studied was evident in a heightened sense 
of self, built on greater awareness of one's own capacities and value as a person. The 
ability of many of these women to negotiate and get support within the marriage 
relationship and family was indicative of some degree of relational empowerment. These 
garment workers, by reconstructing purdah to suit their work situation, were shown to be 
gradually gaining the support of Bangladesh society for women working outside of the 
home. There was little evidence of collective empowerment apart from attendance at the 
WWEC Centre which could be seen as a first step in this direction. 
This thesis also explored whether the trend for married garment workers to wear salwar 
kameez rather than a sari as work attire was a reflection of these women's increasing 
sense of confidence and control over their own lives. It concluded that the wearing of a 
salwar kameez was indicative of women's ability to challenge cultural traditions imposed 
on them by men and negotiate with their husbands the right to make this personal 
decision. Such a choice could therefore be seen as being related to aspects of the worker's 
personal and relational empowerment. 
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